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"Mr. Singleton, I 'm not so ready for my close-up." 
George Singleton encourages his somewhat 
reluctant friend Stella to strike a pose. 
All photos by Charlie Register 
My d ay with 
"YOU GOTTA SEE THIS," George says, his 
voice full of child-l ike glee. "Stand over there out of the 
way." He points to the far corner of the enclosed porch, 
where we have been having coffee and not talking about 
his writing yet. "Get behind the table," he says, gesturing 
with his hands, loose-wristed, his fingers spread as if 
playing a piano. 
"Ready?" He walks into the kitchen, where a baby 
gate holds back six dogs of various shapes and sizes. 
He had thoughtfu l ly penned up some of his smaller 
dogs before I arrived so I wouldn't be overrun.  
Altogether, George has ten dogs and one very 
tough cat - all of them strays in one way or another. 
During our conversation, George and I have had to talk 
louder because the dogs in the kitchen have been 
barking and yipping louder and louder until it's like trying 
to talk inside a kennel. 
A vi s it with George S i ngl eton : George decides it's time for the dogs to go outside. 
author, phi losopher and q u i rky 
but perceptive c h ro n ic ler  of 
the h u m a n  cond iti o n . 
"And they're off." He 
l ifts the baby gate and the 
dogs tear out of the kitchen, 
run through the living room 
and skid onto the linoleum 
porch floor, their paws 
clicking as they slide. 
place, going nowhere. 
laugh.  
For a moment they run 
George laughs his gravelly 
The dogs finally get their footing on the porch and 
scramble out the door, joining the bigger dogs in the 
fenced back yard. George refi l ls our coffee cups, and 
as we sit back down, one of the smallest dogs, a l ight 
brown beagle, has circled back inside. "Go on, Stella," 
George says, waving the dog outside. 
The dog pauses and cocks her head at George. 
"Go on!" 
Instead, the dog hops into George's lap and settles 
in ,  knowing, as does anyone who has spent time with 
him, that despite all he does to act l ike he isn't, George 
is a soft touch. He pets Stella the whole time we talk. 
0 n a crisp November morning I have driven down 
from Asheville to see George. He lives in Dacusville, 
a little community between Greenville and Pickens, not 
all that far from Furman, which George graduated from 
By Tommy Hays 
in 1 980. He lives in a modest, well-kept brick rancher 
that he shares with his partner of ten years, clay artist 
Glenda Guion. 
I've come to talk, interview being too formal a word 
for anything concerning George Singleton. The news 
is that after nearly two decades of quietly but consistently 
placing stories in small but respected literary magazines 
such as The Georgia Review, The Greensboro Review 
and Shenandoah, George's writing career has suddenly 
skyrocketed. His fi rst book of short stories, These 
People Are Us, was published in 2001 to critical acclaim. 
His second book of stories, The Half-Mammals of Dixie, 
out only since September, is already in its third printing 
and was named one of the top ten books of 2002 at 
amazon .com. He has published recently in Harper's, 
The Atlantic and Book magazine and been profiled on 
National Public Radio's "Morning Edition." 
George's third book wil l  be out in the fall of 2004 
and is titled Nothing's Enough, which is appropriate 
seeing as how editors can't seem to get enough of his 
stories. He is currently at work on a fourth collection 
and spent much of the fall on a 30-city promotional tour. 
But right now, instead of watching the "Good Morning 
Show" in a hotel room in Mi lwaukee or New Orleans, 
he's at home in Dacusvi l le with a dog in his lap. And 
he's not smoking, on my account. Today he's the derelict 
writer - unshaven and wearing a "Dead Mule Club" 
cap he picked up at a Chapel Hi l l  bar named after a 
book about all the southern novels with references to 
dead mules. The jacket photo for Half-Mammals, taken 
by Glenda, shows George encased in a one-man sauna, 
scowl ing, a cigarette dangling from his mouth. 
But looking at him across the table, I see that 
beneath the cap and the day-old growth is a handsome, 
happily determined 44-year-old ,  his hair turning a dis­
tinguished gray at the temples. His eyebrows are bushy, 
horizontal exclamation points, and his eyes are those 
of a professional observer, a self-trained watcher, 
a noticer of the highest degree, able to sum you up 
within  about five seconds of meeting you. 
The endearing and scary thing about George is 
that 20 years from now he will remember any and every 
little thing you might have mentioned about you rself. 
He takes such studious pleasure in the details of the 
lives of the people around him, it is no wonder that 
stories roll off his printer with assembly-l ine regularity. 
20 
W hen I ask h im how he goes about writing a story, he sighs, l ike he's had to answer this question 
about half a million times lately. "OK," he says. "I usually 
start off with the SOD-word-sentence thing. I have two 
characters in conflict, a protagonist and an antagonist, 
and they start going around and around and sometimes 
a story comes out of it." I have heard him ask students 
at the South Carolina Governor's School for the Arts 
and Humanities in Greenville, where he teaches, to start 
their stories with a 500-word sentence, but I always 
thought this was just an exercise. I had no idea this 
was how he started his own stories. 
"Of course, most stories don't pan out," he says, 
petting Stella. "Probably about one out of every fou r  
story attempts makes i t  a s  a finished story." And then 
only a portion of them ever sees the l ight of day. 
George calculates he has 
One th i ng that i n d i rectly 
finished about 300 stories over 
his career, 80 of which have been 
published. "I have a friend, 
hel ped George with h is 
stud i e s  was the C h ri sti a n  
Coa l it ion . " Fo r  some 
reaso n ,  they zeroed in  o n  
me.  They wou ld corner m e  
i n  t h e  l a u n d r y  room , so I 
bega n h a ngi ng out i n  the 
l ibrary . . .  They never came 
in the re . "  
Ray Phillips, who writes only three 
or four stories a year and 
publishes them all in The Atlantic 
or Harper's," he says. " I  write 
between 20 and 24 stories a year. 
Most appear in journals and if 
I luck up, one or two appear in 
national magazines." 
He pauses. "But talking 
about writing is boring," he says. 
And I remember that in the 
acknowledgments of These 
People Are Us, George thanks 
several writer friends "for knowing 
and talking about things other 
than writing." 
''Talking about writing," 
George says, "is like talking about 
running - left foot, right foot, left 
foot, right foot, jump over the 
ditch, swerve away from the crazy 
dog, left foot, right foot." Then he adds, "Besides, writing 
a story isn't all that hard. Digging a ditch, now that's 
hard!" 
This is typical George. Ron Rash, an accomplished 
writer in Pendleton, S.C. ,  and one of George's longtime 
friends, knows all about this qual ity. "Nobody knows 
how hard George works, how serious a writer he is," 
says Rash. "The disciplined way he has gone about 
it - the man has paid serious dues for a long time. 
Getting up at six every morning and writing for three or 
four hours and then going to teach, holding down a ful l­
time job, and doing that for years. Success should 
have come much sooner than it did, yet there never 
was a moment when George gave up, never a moment 
when he didn't believe in h imself. Now that's what I 
call a writer." 
Shannon Ravenel,  George's editor at Algonquin 
Books of Chapel Hil l and arguably one of the most 
important fiction editors working today, says, "George 
is completely dedicated to and serious about his writing, 
no matter how hard he might try to make us think 
otherwise." 
Ravenel was familiar with George's stories long 
before she became his publisher. She included his 
work five times in New Stories from the South, an annual 
anthology she has been compil ing for 1 7  years. The 
anthology is col lected mostly from the literary journals 
where George first made his mark, gained a reputation 
and won support from editors. 
"I was attracted to George's stories by their humor, 
much of which derives from the relentlessly obsessive 
narrative voices he uses," says Ravenel. George pub­
lished These People Are Us with River City Press, 
a small Alabama publisher, in 2001 . But then Ravenel 
offered to publish a second book of George's stories, 
which became The Half-Mammals of Dixie. Then she 
bought a third book and has committed to a fourth. 
She works with h im regularly, giving him the kind of 
hands-on editorial attention that has become extremely 
rare in the publishing world. 
"George's stories are remarkable for their wild plots, 
wild h umor, wild narrative voice - and steady, if 
understated,  belief in human goodness," Ravenel says. 
"I love him, I love his fiction, I love his view of the world." 
W hi le George and I talk, the sun has brightened the back yard and another dog that looks a lot 
l ike a coyote has come to sit at George's feet. She's 
an old dog, moving a little stiffly. ''This is River," George 
says. "Back when I was teaching at Francis Marion 
College, a student saw someone throw a sack into 
a river. She fished it out and found two puppies in it. 
She took one and I took one," he says, nodding at River, 
who raises her eyes, as if she understands she is being 
talked about. 
"That's Charlie." George points to a black cocker­
spaniel-looking dog lying in some monkey grass out 
in the yard. "That's Maggie." He points to a dog with 
a lot of chow in her. "Glenda saw a woman th row her 
in our yard on New Year's Eve last year." He tells me 
about Joan, Hersey, Ann, Inky, Marty and Dooley, each 
with their own story, and about Herb, the cat, whom he 
and Glenda found as a kitten in  the dumpster. 
Although George would rather talk about his animals, 
I steer the conversation back to his years at Furman. 
He grew up in G reenwood, S.C, and attended Green­
wood High, where he was a distance runner. A Fu rman 
track coach befriended h im and encouraged h im to 
apply to Furman, which George did. Thinking he would 
not be accepted,  he f i l led out an application to the 
University of South Carol ina. On the day he walked 
outside to mail it, he found the acceptance letter to 
Fu rman in his mailbox. 
"But my senior year at G reenwood H igh I was 
injured, so I never ran track at Furman," he says, "which 
turned out to be a good thing. I needed to study." 
Another thing that indirectly helped George with his 
studies was the Christian Coalition. "For some reason, 
they zeroed in on me," he says. "They would corner 
me in  the laundry room, so I began hanging out in  the 
l ibrary." He laughs. "They never came in  there." 
In  fact, George's story " Impu rities" in The Half­
Mammals of Dixie was inspired by his laundry-room 
experiences at Furman. It is about a Christian water 
filter salesman who shows up at the narrator's door: 
It took three or four seconds before I realized that 
the glaze-eyed man on my front stoop used to corner 
me in college and recite, I assumed, damn near all of 
the Gospel according to St. John, in order. He hung 
out in the laundry room in the basement of our dorm. 
Back then, I took my still soapy clothes out of the washer 
half the time so I wouldn't have to hear him rant during 
the spin cycle. 
U nl ike a lot of writers who major in English in college, George majored in phi losophy. These days he 
often advises high school students to consider majoring 
in something other than Engl ish, "so you'l l  know about 
something and have something to write about." 
"When I look back on it," George says, "philosophy 
had a h uge impact on my writing.  I read guys like 
Spinoza, Kant, Wittgenstein." But the phi losopher who 
really changed George was Arthur Schopenhauer. "He 
In professorial mode and sporting his Dead Mule Club 
cap, George makes a point to his Governor's School 
class. Opposite: The writer's desk at home, 
with assorted Items for Inspiration. 
says that if you're not in pain, you're bored. If you're 
not bored, you're in pain. It gave me an absurdist view. 
If you're an absurdist, you're always questioning. And 
in the end, instead of answers, you end up with a lot 
more questions." Anyone who has read George's stories 
knows that, in their own strange and unexpected ways, 
his narrators are often struggl ing to find a greater 
phi losophical context. 
In the story "Normal," the narrator, Bose, a cerebral, 
sarcastic handyman, tells how he met the woman who 
would become his wife - and who turns out to be h is 
cerebral, sarcastic match. Several times throughout 
the story Bose refers to something Nietzsche said, as 
he does in the last scene, when he finds himself riding 
on the back of h is own motorcycle driven by h is wife­
to-be, whom he has known only a few hours: 
Fredrich Nietzsche once said, "In revenge and in 
Jove, woman is more barbarous than man. " He also 
said that during times of peace, a warrior will end up 
turning on himself. Suddenly I believed more in Nietzsche 
than I had in college, as I tried to imagine when I'd felt 
more at ease with a woman - even though she took 
the curves at ninety miles an hour on a road she didn't 
know, on a vehicle she'd never before maneuvered. 
George also took French at Furman and during his 
junior year spent a term in Paris, where he studied with 
a playwright. "I started really writing in France," he 
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" H e wi l l  te l l  u s  someth i ng 
sti n ks and th at we s h o u l d  
start over. The seniors told 
u s ,  ' Fi rst he ' l l  sca re the 
crap out of yo u and then 
it' l l  get more comfortable . '  
H e  sco lds u s  someti mes . 
says. "Also because I couldn't 
read French that wel l ,  I began 
reading American novelists in my 
spare time. Books like Thomas 
Pynchon's Gravity's Rainbow and 
John Barth's The Sotweed Factor. 
I read these guys at night." 
His senior year at Furman, 
H e ' s  I i ke a father figu re . " he took a poetry class and a 
creative writing class with writer 
and professor Gi lbert Allen (see 
page 28). The two have become friends and over the 
years have attended each other's classes and readings. 
"George's personal ity hasn't changed much in the 20-
plus years I've known him," Allen says. "He was, and 
is, a wacky, endearing, i rreverent and, deep down, very 
gentle guy. 
"As a student, George wrote a lot," Allen remembers. 
"Most of it was rambling, off-the-wall stuff. He had 
a particular fondness for incorporating snippets of songs 
into his prose." 
Allen has watched George's career blossom over 
the years. " I 'm pleased but not surprised by his extra­
ordinary success. George's stories have a lot to offer, 
as an entertaining read and as deft social satire with 
bizarre yet believable characters. I'd call his mature 
style 'Postmodernist Redneck Baroque'." 
After Furman, George attended the University of 
North Carolina-G reensboro, where he received his 
Master of Fine Arts degree in creative writing and studied 
with poet and fiction writer Robert Watson. "He had 
known Randall Jarrell and Robert Frost," says George. 
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It's doubtful that many limericks feature the literary triad 
of Hemingway, Steinbeck and Singleton. This one occupies 
a special place In George's home office. 
"He helped me a lot." But another UNC-G professor, 
Fred Chappell , the prolific poet and fiction writer, became 
perhaps his most important mentor and supporter. 
"Fred is simply the smartest man I know," George says. 
"He speaks about a mi l l ion languages and knows 
anything about everything." 
When I ask George what was the most important 
thing he learned from Chappell, Stella fixes me with 
her gaze as if she is about to answer for h im.  
"Get up early and write," George says. 
''That's it?" 
''That, and have fun. And l isten to people." George 
pets Stella thoughtfully and then looks at me as if 
something has just occurred to h im.  "I wish I had 
listened better to all my writing teachers. Seems l ike 
I didn't get what they were tel l ing me until about five 
years after they said it." 
I f you have ever driven anywhere with George, you know he waves to other drivers. A lot. And it's more 
than just a couple of obligatory fingers casually l ifted 
from the steering wheel. It's a full-fledged, whole-hand 
salutation with a nod thrown in. And it doesn't matter 
if it's on a country road or at a stop light in downtown 
Greenville. George doesn't discriminate. 
As I follow his pickup through the countryside over 
to the Governor's School, where he is teaching this 
afternoon, I can see him wave to people. I had forgotten 
this about h im.  I first noticed it about ten years ago 
when I rode along with him and a van full of Governor's 
School students to Asheville to walk through the Thomas 
Wolfe house. As George drove us through the streets 
of Ashevil le, he was waving and saying hey at every 
intersection. I 'm happy to see he is still at it. And I find 
myself thinking about how George doesn't write stories 
from the point of view of white-collar workers or religious 
zealots or political conservatives, and that he titled his 
fi rst book These People Are Us. 
The Governor's School is a beautiful complex of 
bui ldings on the bank of the Reedy River in downtown 
Greenvil le, situated on the edge of what was the original 
Furman campus. As we pull into the parking lot, I think 
how fitting it is that George teaches at a school that 
seems to have literally grown out of Furman soi l .  
The school i s  home to a nine-month residential 
program for artistically talented junior and senior high 
school students who come from all over South Carolina 
to study music, drama, dance, visual arts or creative 
writing. Creative writing is the smal lest department by 
far, with only 1 2  students. George teaches fiction and 
Jan Bailey, department chair, teaches poetry. 
As we walk among the buildings, George's scruffy 
presence in such elegant surroundings is a kind of 
welcoming counterpoint. Peoples' faces l ight up when 
they hear his scratchy voice call to them across the 
courtyard or his heckle cut through the silence of the 
library. One older woman working in the cafeteria waves 
as he calls her name. 
"How you doing, darling?" she calls. 
Walking along with George to class, I can feel the 
whole school shake off any artsy pretentiousness. 
"We may be a small department but our students 
do wel l , "  George says. ''They win awards. They get in 
good colleges. We have people calling us up from New 
York and New Orleans asking us what we're doing." 
George thinks it is the setting.  "If you have kids in a 
place with a bunch of books and you have them reading 
and writing fou r  or f ive hours a day, they're going to get 
good." He guesses that only about one in 20 of his 
students might actually become a writer. "But the others 
go out into the world being good readers." 
H is students are sitting in the hal l ,  waiting for class. They smile when they see George. He has been 
away for several days on h is book tour. He unlocks his 
classroom, and the students settle into a circle of desks. 
George starts in on a discussion of a story called "The 
Paperhanger'' - a  dark tale told from the point of view 
of a man who kidnapped and murdered a chi ld.  It's 
written by Wil l iam G ay, a Mississippi writer who, l i ke 
George, has final ly achieved a national reputation 
after decades of writing. George, who has met Gay, 
gives a little of the author's life story, then goes back to 
the story itself. Half the class l ikes it, the other half 
hates it. 
"Do y'all read the news?" George asks. "Don't you 
think stuff like this happens?" Which precipitates a 
discussion about whether something deserves to be 
written about j ust because it could happen.  And does 
a main character need to be sympathetic, or at least 
someone the reader is wi l l ing to spend time with? J ust 
as in his stories, George, in the end, doesn't offer a pat 
answer, but leaves the class with a question: "John 
G ardner believed good fiction should be moral . Is this 
a moral story?" 
After class I talk to Anna Kate, a junior from G reer, 
who says that what she l ikes most about George's 
teaching is how honest and straightforward his critiques 
are. "He will tell us something stinks and that we should 
start over," she says. "The seniors told us, 'F i rst he' l l  
scare the crap out of you and then it ' l l  get more com­
fortable.' He scolds us sometimes. He's like a father 
figure." One thing she appreciates about George's 
teaching style is that "he often tells stories in class, 
which reminds me of my own stories." 
And being around these students reminds me 
of a story Ron Rash tells about George, when George 
was in high school .  George was not writing as these 
Governor's School students are, but he was running. 
George and Rash had met each other, both being track 
runners, and Rash ,  who was attending Gardner-Webb 
College, had a friend from G reenwood who also 
happened to be friends with George. George would 
come up to G ardner-Webb to run with th is  friend. 
"This guy was a really good runner," Rash says. 
"Much better than George. And finally one morning he 
told George he just wasn't good enough to run with him. 
But the next morning,  George showed up to run with 
him anyway. 
"I have always thought that said a lot about George. 
Here was this high school kid who d idn't care what 
anybody said and demanded to be taken seriously. 
And he has gone about h is writing the same way." 
It's true. For years George worked at h is craft, 
publishing in smaller magazines, stubbornly ignoring 
suggestions from editors and agents that he somehow 
soften his stories or morph them into novels. George 
simply wrote the stories he wanted to write. 
ASingletonsample 
This excerpt from the story "Page-a-Day, " which appears in The Half-Mammals 
of Dixie, provides a glimpse of George Singleton's literary style: 
W alter Inabinet stands in the center of his four-hundred-square-foot work space - a shingle-sided ex-slave cabin - conjuring up his 
alter persona, lowering his intelligence quotient, emptying his brain of 
the formal training he'd received in tenth-grade art class. He waits for 
visions and the voice of God to tell him what to portray next. Since 
leaving his regular job selling pharmaceuticals four years earlier Walter's 
scrawled his new name, "Seldom," daily, grown a beard, properly torn 
and smudged his clothes in a manner befitting a primitive artist, and 
sold enough flat paintings of the baby Elvis, the baby Jesus, the baby 
Henry Ford, and the baby Robert E. Lee to get his work inside art galleries 
across the Southeast and on the internet. He's not had to withdraw 
money from his retirement accounts. Rather, he's had time to perfect 
his accent, mannerisms, and squint. He's learned to buy latex paint at 
the Habitat for Humanity thrift store and to gather tin after healthy 
windstorms. 
Walter does not imagine that, at this moment, his wife, Emmie, hand 
prints scurrilous and defamatory remarks about him on calendars. She 
works, sell ing calendars, at a place called Get a Date! that's open only 
Thanksgiving to the end of January. She sells regular wall-hanging 
calendars with pictures of kittens, naked men, Vermont mountain scenes, 
naked women, Humane Society dogs, swimsuit models, teen-boy bands, 
teen-girl pop stars, thoroughbred horses, the multicolored houses of 
Charleston's Bay Street, and the diners of Route 66. She peddles 
word-a-days, crossword-a-days, horoscope-a-days, cartoon-a-days, 
find-your-spirit-a-days, cryptoquote-a-days, and regular generic desk 
calendars on her job, located a block off King Street in the fancy, tourist­
ridden section of downtown Charleston. On each calendar she turns 
to April 1 5 - the day her husband, Walter, quit his job in 1 997 and became 
Seldom - and writes "Seldom Inabinet Is a Phony," clearly, in indelible 
ink, hoping that whoever buys the calendar will notice it, keep the thought, 
and never buy primitive works from the man. On occasion Emmie writes, 
"Seldom Inabinet Ran Away from Wife, 1 997" or "Seldom Inabinet Leaves 
Human Race, 1 997." 
Emmie took the job because, as she told her increasingly distant 
husband, "I can't count on you bringing in money like you used to when 
you lived by the vows we took." At least once a week she says,"l loved 
you better when you were a drug dealer." 
Consequently, he has written stories that, as Rash 
says, "no one else could have written."  And while he 
might not run track any longer, few would argue that, 
among writers, George runs with the best. 
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